
 

Changes for people using the family courts 

 

There are many significant changes happening today, 22 April 2014, for those using the 
Family Courts. Some of these changes affect which Court your family case will be heard in, 
others affect the types of applications that you can apply for and yet more changes affect the 
running of family law cases in Court. The important changes are highlighted here in this 
article but please contact us for specific advice and help with your situation.  

One Family Court 

The first significant change is there will be a Family Court in each area in the country, 
replacing the different tiers of Court that existed before today to hear family cases. You will 
now make your application to your local Family Court. Almost all cases will be heard in the 
Family Court (except cases involving international issues or the abduction of children, when 
the case will be heard in the High Court as before). 

The administration involved in running each Family Court will be central and it is hoped that 
this will enable the Court to run more efficiently. You may find your local court still has its old 
title, but it is now the Family Court.   

New Children and Families Act 2014  

This Act makes a number of significant changes for those who wish to apply to court when 
their relationship ends and they need help sorting out issues about their children or the 
family finances. 

It is now compulsory to attend a meeting to obtain information about mediation and other 
non-court resolution options (called a MIAM – Mediation Information and Assessment 
Meeting). MIAMs are not new, they have been around for a while, but now you must attend a 
meeting before you can apply for a court order, unless you fit into one of the exceptions (for 
details on the exemptions, please see the guidance document here which comes into force 
today). 

The reason for this change is that the Government hopes that mediation might be suitable 
for you and your separated partner, and by attending this meeting you are able to find out 
about mediation and other non-court resolution options. Mediation is not suitable for 
everyone and sometimes a court case is inevitable but many people don’t know about 
meditation and don’t know how it might help. The Government recognises this but wants all 
those who might be able to use mediation, to hear about it.  

This requirement is not to use mediation, just to attend a meeting to hear about it. It is 
important to stress that mediation is not about reconciliation or marriage guidance and it is 
not counselling. It is a process by which you and your partner can be assisted by a neutral 
trained mediator to try and resolve issues about your children and your family money once 
you have decided to separate, without a court case, which can be lengthy and costly (both in 
terms of emotional stress and financial pressure).  

 

http://www.justice.gov.uk/courts/procedure-rules/family/practice_directions/pd_part_03a


 

Child arrangements orders 

Another significant change today relates to the type of application you would make if you 
want to care for, or see your child or a child of your family. Instead of applying for a 
residence or contact order, you will now apply for a child arrangements order. This order 
will set out the time that a child lives with, or spends time with you or others in the child’s life, 
and when this will take place.   

The Family Court will also expect parents to complete a parenting plan setting out how 
arrangements about your child’s day to day life will be agreed between parents (for the plan, 
visit the Cafcass website)  

Child Arrangements Program 

To support the operation of the Family Court, there are a number of new procedures and 
documents to help people applying to Court understand the way in which the Court will hear 
the case. The main document is called the Child Arrangements Program (which may be 
referred to as the CAP), which sets out the process and the timetable for how the Court will 
decide your application for a Child Arrangements Order or any other order about your child. 
There will also be a number of documents that you can obtain which will help explain the 
Court process particularly if you are a litigant in person.  

Children in care and being adopted 

Finally, there are a number of changes affecting cases involving children being taken into 
care, and children who are to be adopted. These changes relate particularly to the length of 
time those proceedings should take.  

All the solicitors in our children and family teams can advise you on these changes and your 
situation. We undertake MIAMs (and mediation if that is suitable for you) and initial 
consultations, so do please contact Samantha Little or one of the team to discuss your case. 

Samantha Little, head of the children law team, is an experienced advocate, representing 
children, parents and family members in court. She is a Resolution trained Mediator and is 
committed to helping clients match the legal process best suited to their needs, avoiding 
court proceedings where possible. Contact Samantha Little on Samantha.Little@russell-
cooke.co.uk 

For further information please visit our family and children service page. 
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